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The Ministry of Agrarian Reform and Agricultural Development (MIDINRA) estimates a coffee
harvest of 911,000 quintals (1 quintal=100 lbs.) for this year, 3.3% less than last year. According to
Edgardo Mejia, in charge of coffee for the ministry, the drop is part of the normal two-year cycle.
Regions I, IV and VI, three of the main coffee growing regions, will supply nearly two-thirds of
the total. The National Union of Farmers and Ranchers (UNAG) has been working to help attract
the more than 50,000 pickers needed and to identify the nearly 400 kilometers of access roads in
Region VI that must be repaired before the harvest begins. State coffee farms in that region have
invested more than a billion cordobas in road repair materials, some of which has been provided
to private producers willing to contract their own work. Meanwhile, the Ministry of Domestic
Commerce (MICOIN) is beginning to buy and store food supplies for the workers and the Ministry
of Transportation is repairing the fleet of 600 vehicles needed to bring in the harvest. The real
challenge, however, will be to set prices for this major foreign exchange earner (coffee accounts for
about half of all Nicaraguan exports) that will attract producers to sell to the state coffee exporter
agency rather than through the black market. Nine of the 50 fishing vessels ordered from Brazilian
shipyards with a $22 million loan from the Inter-American Development Bank arrived at the Atlantic
Coast port of El Bluff in late September. During a brief ceremony, an official of the state fishing
industry, INPESCA, announced that 45 of the new boats are destined for the Atlantic Coast, and
five will go to the Pacific port of Corinto. Nicaragua applied for the IDB loan in 1980, but due to
US pressure it was approved only in 1983. Of the 93 boats that made up Nicaragua's fishing fleet,
only 53 have been functioning in recent years, due to lack of parts. The totals do not include the
numerous boats stolen by the fleeing National Guard in 1979, or later hijacked by contras. Eight
more boats were expected to arrive in November, and the full order should be completed by
February. With the arrival of all boats on order, INPESCA hopes to be able to guarantee supply
levels of past years. Frozen shrimp and lobster tails are potentially one of Nicaragua's major nontraditional exports, and INPESCA has been running ads with recipes using fish to encourage
greater domestic consumption of the relatively low-priced protein source. Given the country's
high inflation, ENABAS, the Nicaraguan Basic Food Enterprise, is finding it increasingly difficult
to maintain its guaranteed ration of basic grains to the population at controlled prices through
neighborhood stores established for this purpose. Much of the harvest of corn, rice, and beans is
sold to independent buyers and ends up in free markets at unaffordable prices for the country's
poor majority. A rice shortage in the neighborhood distribution centers has provoked a rash of
criticisms against ENABAS, and its parent, MICOIN. In 1986 the monthly per capita guarantee
of 4 lbs. was reduced to 3 lbs., and is now down to between 1 and 2-l/2 lbs. Like the handful of
other guaranteed products in the neighborhood centers, the rice ration is not an absolute limit
on availability, but rather an attempt to equitably distribute the Nicaraguan staple at belowmarket prices. For example, the current price of rice in the free markets, where it is to be found
in abundance, is 75% higher than in the neighborhood centers. Francisco Calderon, a MIDINRA
official, said the shortage of the rationed product should only continue until December, when the
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October harvest will be processed and distributed to the local centers. Calderon added that this
year some rice producers had switched crops for lack of machine parts, fuel shortage and other
factors, and the crop itself was damaged by heavy rains in July and August. As is the case with
other crops, national rice production has dropped in recent years; part of the deficit has been met
with imports. In fact, a donation of 835 tons of rice from Spain arrived at Corinto on Sept. 30. The
reduction is also due in part to the fact that most rice growers do not sell their crop to ENABAS
because, as Mario Hanon, president of the Nicaraguan Rice Growers Association, put it, "that
institution doesn't have a uniform purchasing policy." He acknowledged that the state does supply
machinery and other inputs at favorable prices, but that other needed goods must be bought on
the black market. In a new, more flexible policy, ENABAS is signing accords with state, cooperative
and private basic grains producers based on a sliding price scale, adjusted for inflation at time of
purchase. To further encourage production and sale to ENABAS, the state enterprise will offer
financial and other material incentives at the end of the season to those who produce the most. In
Region VI (Matagalpa and Jinotega), a major corn producing area, the campesinos planted 50%
more corn than projected in the Economic Plan for the season. ENABAS hopes to be able to buy at
least 20% of the total corn harvest. In Jalapa, Region I, state complexes are working more closely
with individual and cooperative producers than in the past, in a "territorial" plan under which
drying, storage, and distribution services are provided to the small growers under contract. Roger
Ponce, a grains producer and UNAG leader, said that "in past years there were more pressures to
sell to ENABAS, but now that the demands are eliminated, one is left with one's conscience...With
the territorial plan we feel united." Jalapa is one of five areas where pilot projects in territorial
organization are under way to maximize efficient use of resources and leadership, and encourage
coexistence of different ownership systems within a mixed economy scheme. The Nicaraguan media
has followed a rising public debate over the wage and salary policy in effect for the past several
years. In particular, professionals and technicians have proposed three revisions to the policy: 1) a
drastic reduction in social security and income taxes (from a total of 7.5% of annual salary to 1%);
2) a full month's year-end bonus, eliminating the low maximum ceiling of previous years; and 3)
freedom from the categories in the organizational chart of the national wage and salary system.
Specifically, they ask that professionals be evaluated on an individual basis, and paid on the basis of
their qualifications, experience and responsibility rather than according to a rigid list of categories.
(Current salaries in the professional categories of the chart range from $40 to $54 a month, calculated
at the official exchange rate for individuals.) They also demanded a commissary system for clothing
and other needs similar to that set up for wage laborers and for rural campesinos and artisans, but
with different products and hours. These demands were put forth not by the right, but by the proSandinista professional organization, CONAPRO-Heroes and Martyrs. CONAPRO's top leaders
blame the low professional salaries for the "brain drain": since 1979, some 9,000 professionals and
technical personnel have left the country. They also argue that it is the major cause of the high
turnover in state enterprises, as professionals turn to the informal sector or private companies
that find ways around the scale to attract the people they want. "We know that it has all been
postponed because of the war, but we consider ourselves a strategic sector for the development of
the country and its productive forces," said CONAPRO vice-president Hugo Mejia. The Ministry
of Labor (MITRAB), for its part, took the criticisms in stride. MITRAB official Bayardo Salmeron
said that the program had been thought correct but that "now we have to self-critically accept that
the questions and proposals indicate something else." Salmeron acknowledged that the scale has
often been applied uniformly across the country, without taking regional price differences into
account, much less technology and productivity differences among enterprises. He noted, however,
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that there are already numerous increments to salaries, aimed at retaining particular people, that
have little to do with productivity levels or production itself. He mentioned assigned vehicles, extra
gasoline, expense accounts, provision of houses, and other forms of support. Acknowledging the
high turnover rate, Salmeron said that salaries are only one indicator, and that he believed that the
war, which involves a large number of workers in defense, was a more important problem. Although
the professionals' demands generated a polemic on the op-ed page of Barricada, the government
quickly gave the green light to one of them. MICOIN Minister Ramon Cabrales announced that
a special "CAT" (Workers' Supply Center, or commissary) would be set up for professionals,
open from 2-9 pm, with items such as blenders and other housewares, at below-market prices. He
also revealed that MITRAB is currently redefining the salary scale to make it more flexible, and
that the Ministry of Finances was considering the possibility of a full "thirteenth month" bonus.
Professionals are not the only sector making demands. The various trade union confederations in
the country are also preparing their own criticisms, which range from revisions in the wage system
to its complete abolition. The Sandinista federation (CST) argues in favor of revisions which, among
other things, would provide material incentives for greater productivity in factories, and voluntary
overtime work. The remaining union federations, of which there are six, held a demonstration in
Managua on Nov. 1. Local observers put the number of marchers at 3,000, although the international
media estimated it at 6,000. The range of demands of the federations were overshadowed, however,
by the fact that a leader of the Communist Party (PC de N) beat up a Nicaraguan reporter who asked
him why members of the US Embassy were accompanying the march in a car. National Assembly
representative for the PC de N, Ariel Bravo Lorio, interviewed later, defended his action and said
he would do it again, if asked the same question. (Source: Central American Historical Institute,
Intercultural Center, Georgetown University, Washington, DC 20057.)
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